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Kennedy: Review Essay--Southern Justice Alabama Style

REVIEW ESSAY
Southern Justice Alabama Style
by STETSON KENNEDY1
Outside Agitator: Jon Daniels and the Civil Rights Movement in Alabama. By Charles W. Eagles. (Chapel Hill: University of North Caro-

lina Press, 1993. xiii, 335 pp. Preface, illustrations, notes,
bibliography, acknowledgments, index. $45.00, cloth; $19.95, paper.)

This is a tale of two men, one of whom fires a shotgun into the
face of the other. And thereby hangs a tale of two Americas, one of
which just had to go.
So, sad to say, Outside Agitator by Ole Miss professor Charles Eagles is not historical fiction, but history itself— the rather recent
history of the 1960s of which some human rights issues are with us
today.
To those of us who have been around for awhile, the storyline
is old hat, being just one more variation on the stock theme “southern justice” that has been playing on the world circuit for centuries.
These staged productions are no less stylized than Peking opera,
and the audience always knows precisely what is going to happen
next, from first curtain to last. The players need no rehearsals.
They know their lines to perfection and perform like somnambulists. Even if the unexpected happens, they know just how to handle
it.
In this Outside Agitator rendition, a young New England Episcopalian seminarian, Jonathan Daniels, feels called to join forces with
the freedom marchers down South. After marching behind Martin
Luther King, Jr., from Selma to Montgomery, and painfully integrating St. Paul’s Church in Selma, Daniels plugs into SNCC (Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) and CORE (Congress
of Racial Equality) and enters 80-percent-black Lowndes County to
register voters.
1. Stetson Kennedy is the author of numerous books and articles on southern and
Florida history. He lives in Jacksonville, Florida.
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Jailed for demonstrating without a permit, upon his release he
goes to The Cash Store to buy a soda pop, only to meet his nemesis
in the person of good ole boy Tom Coleman, who was standing in
the door with a shotgun. Tom shoots Jon in the face, killing him instantly, and his companion, the Chicago Catholic Reverend Richard Morrisroe, in the back as he runs.
It is scarcely necessary to inform the gentle reader of all that
ensued, for everything went strictly in accordance with the familiar
scenario. It took only six weeks, from shot to verdict, for a jury to
find Tom not guilty of anything, much to the delight of the audience, which included such notables as the Klan’s Imperial Wizard
Robert Sheldon and Grand Dragon Robert Creel.
One might well wonder where the FBI was in all of this.
Hoover’s G-Men were right there on stage, playing their usual
hands-off role. Despite the fact that Tom Coleman carried an “honorary” deputy’s badge and card, and the sheriff having told the media that Tom killed Jon “in the line of duty,” the FBI had no
difficulty deciding that the homicide was not committed “under
cloak of authority” and was therefore none of their business. Thus
local lynch law was left free to run its course.
There is an old southern folksong which sums it up very nicely:
“When a white man kills a Negro, They hardly carries it to court;
When a Negro kills a white man, They hangs him like a goat!”
To be sure, Jonathan Daniels was not black— this was a case of
white-on-white homicide. But Jon identified himself with blacks in
more ways than one. As we old-timers know, it was considered as
dangerous to be a “Negro-lover” as to be the real thing. Any white,
insider or outsider, who championed equal rights for blacks automatically qualified as a likely candidate for lynching. But an even
more cogent reason why Jon was killed and Tom acquitted was that
Jon was said to have kissed a black colleague, Ruby Sales, on the
mouth and in public.
To fracture the South’s Jim Crow laws was bad enough in the
eyes of the white community, but when they discovered that Jon
broke one of their most sacred taboos, ordinary capital punishment seemed too good for him. Jon Daniels had to be blown away
in accordance with the same logic that put to the torch the
M.O.V.E. headquarters in Philadelphia and the Branch Davidians
in Waco, of which both were said not to use toilets. You may burn
the flag in America, but if you defecate upon the ground you are
considered a subhuman who ought to burn.
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As for Tom Coleman, he never spent a day in jail nor stopped
shooting doves and playing dominoes with the courthouse gang.
The Reverend Morrisroe survived, and the name of Jonathan
Daniels was added to the Episcopal Calendar of Lesser Feasts.
The good that martyrs do sometimes lives after them, intangible though it sometimes seems. One tangible outcome of Jon’s sacrifice was the election of an inside black agitator, John Hulett, as
sheriff of Lowndes County. Tom still hangs out at the courthouse,
but he’ll be damned if he’ll call Hulett “Mister!”
History teaches us that agitators, inside or out, often achieve
martyrdom, like the itinerant carpenter of Galilee who went about
the countryside agitating against rich money-changers and all sorts
of vipers.
Lest anyone take umbrage at the use of the word “agitator” in
this context, we need to remind ourselves that this is but one of a
multitude of labels that have been misdefined for us, with a view to
rendering us incapable of independent thought. Perhaps “activist”
would be a better choice (they haven’t managed to poison that
one, yet).
Another martyr to the cause— much closer to us in time and
space— was Florida NAACP leader Harry Moore, who was blown up
with his wife as they retired on Christmas night in 1951, their
twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. Moore’s mother begged him to
quit the NAACP, but he replied, “All progress comes through sacrifice.” His wife’s last words on her deathbed in Sanford were, “We
did what we could. Others must carry on.”
Far from being outside agitators, the Moores were insiders—
native Floridians to the backbone. I too was born here, and contributed my share of agitating. And the only reasons I can figure for my
still being here is that there was no place to deport me and no
lion’s den handy.
The point of all this is, of course, that the reader of Outside Agitator should not jump to the conclusion that only the outside ones
get it in the neck, or that as “intruders” they deserve what they get.
We are much indebted to Professor Eagles for providing us and
posterity with many missing pieces to the jigsaw puzzle that was the
sixties, although the picture remains far from complete. His scholarship is thorough, and in his eagerness to appear objective he
states and restates both sides almost to excess.
Time and again when some time-honored cliche of southern
(not to say American) racism cropped up out of quotations in his
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text, I reached for my branding iron; but before I could apply it, up
popped some of the favorite phrases of us rights advocates. It could
be that Charles Eagles, like George Orwell, will be claimed by both
camps.
Be that as it may, his Outside Agitator, by detailing the societal
forces that brought Jon Daniels to his fateful confrontation with
Tom Coleman in the portal of The Cash Store— for all the world
like Paris and Achilles before the gates of Troy— gives us meaningful insights into the epic struggle of America with herself.
For us to have fought the American Revolution against British
colonial rule, the Civil War against chattel slavery, World War I “to
make the world safe for democracy,” and World War II for the “four
freedoms” for all the world would have made no sense had we let it
go at that. Jim Crow apartheid and white rule had to be overcome
if America was to fulfill her pledge of liberty and justice for all.
It took a great deal of selfless agitation— black and white, inside and out— to accomplish that.
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